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Without the soaring birds, the great forests, the sounds and coloration of the insects, the free-flowing streams, the flowering fields, the sight of the clouds by day and the stars at night, we become impoverished in all that makes us human

Thomas Berry


Introduction

In partnership with environmental education, religious education has a central role to play in meeting the challenge to bring a sustained level of consciousness of and orientation towards ecological sustainability to the forefront of the cultural mind. This paper attempts to explore three strands of thought that may provide religious educators with ways of addressing the ecological crisis with their students. First, there is a consideration of the nature of the ecological crisis and the learnings from environmental education; second, there is an exploration of the contemporary critical shift in the human-Nature relationship that is ecospiritual in nature (O’Sullivan, 2001). Thirdly, there is the way this shift is being reflected in the religious traditions themselves as they enter, as Tucker (2002) puts it, their ‘ecological phase’. While much work is still to be done, the weaving together of these strands has the potential to provide a unifying foundation upon which both religious educators and their students can understand at a deep level, humanity’s damaged relationship with Earth and begin a rebuilding. 

The ecological crisis
This is clearly a critical period in human history.  It is beyond doubt that the global outlook is profoundly environmentally unsustainable. The links between limits to growth, hyper-consumption enabled by fossil fuel use, climate change, biodiversity loss, water shortages and ecosystem destruction, as well as the peaking of global oil reserves have been thoroughly documented and are now widely accepted (see for example IPCC, 2007; Stern, 2007). These major shaping forces have the potential to threaten the very future of life on earth.

Berry (1990) calls the present time the ‘terminal Cenozoic’, alluding to the end of the Cenozoic era, a fracture with the past 65 million years. From now, the future will be determined by only one species, the human. Humanity’s control and domination of Nature for its own ends has resulted in a world of decline, the turbulent ending of an increasingly dysfunctional modern industrial era (Berry, 1990; O’Sullivan, 2001; Theobald, 1997).  This now clear understanding of the magnitude of the disruptions to natural ecosystems has recast recent centuries of ‘progress and advancement’ as a consumer obsessed world increasingly devoid of spirit. As Berry (1990) sees it, the only interpretation of recent Western history now left is one of irony, where "our supposed progress towards an ever improving human situation is bringing us to wasteworld instead of wonderworld" (p. 17). 

We have stark choices. We could be witnessing a heady, chaotic period of rebirth, as a new and profound global ecological consciousness, Berry’s (1990) ‘ecozoic era’, is struggling to be born. But it could also be a period of further decline, of conflict and ecological collapse if the human species refuses to recognise its interdependence with Nature. Collective global action over the next decades will determine whether humanity, is, as Slaughter (2008) puts it, ‘headed for the stars or its own early extinction’ (p.103). 

Both Berry (1990, 2000) and O‘Sullivan (2001) believe that for recovery towards a sustainable and hopeful future to occur, modern humans need to reframe a new cosmology. For O’Sullivan, over the past few centuries through the domination of an epistemology derived from reductionist science and technology, industrial and post-industrial western society has lost its functional cosmology. Human meaning, belief and action are no longer located in the cornerstone of a coherent view of the world that was available to previous eras. The absence of a functional cosmology has profoundly influenced the western mindset in its relationship to and treatment of Nature, towards one of domination, disconnection, distancing, and disenchantment. Indeed O’Sullivan remarks that: “the story of the modern epic … will be a story of progressive disenchantment from the natural world and all that this entails” (p.81, author’s italics). As Toulmin (1985) put it, there is a loss of the view of the whole. 

The exploitation of the natural world for human ends, writ large through the Enlightenment period, itself has a deeper foundation in the Abrahamic religious traditions where the divine is characterised by transcendence rather than immanence.  Long (1997) argues that Abrahamic creation stories firmly place ‘Man’ at the centre of creation, with the created order culminating and ending in the emergence of the human. In Buber’s terms, this represents an ‘I-It’ (subject-object) as opposed to an ‘I-Thou’ (subject-subject) relationship with Nature; profoundly anthropocentric, patriarchal and hierarchical. The I-Thou relationship remains in the province of the human and the divine. As Long describes it, the material world of Nature is regarded as part of humanity’s earthly burden, only able to be transcended to Paradise at the end of the earthly journey, that is, through death.  

This privileging of the human and the seeking for perfection through transcendence rests on a profound human/rest-of-creation dualism, and remains a foundational tenet of the Abrahamic religions. Nature is disenchanted, relegated to the instrumental, the backdrop that provides for human needs but which is not sacred nor possesses any inherent rights. Descartes’ philosophy of body-mind is entirely consistent with this view; indeed he is notorious for declaring animals to be no more than machines, possessed of no feeling.  The impoverishment of Earth’s ecosystems and the disenchantment of Nature has been linked to a concurrent impoverishment of the inner world of the human spirit. Humanity is of Earth, Earth’s decline becomes ours. Al Gore (2006) recognises this as he laments: “the more deeply I search for the roots of the global environmental crisis, the more I am convinced that it is an outer manifestation of an inner crisis that is … spiritual” (p. 12). The realisation is that Nature and the human are one, the inner and outer dimensions of existence. As Berry (1999) puts it: 

We see quite clearly that what happens to the nonhuman happens to the human. What happens to the outer world happens to the inner world. If the outer world is diminished in its grandeur then the emotional, imaginative, intellectual, and spiritual life of the human is diminished or extinguished (p.200).

Towards a functional cosmology - moments of grace
Thomas Berry’s (2000) notion of ‘moments of grace’ provides a powerful framework to begin to reframe a functional cosmology for the 21st century and path to a sustainable future  that provides the foundation for a new consciousness of the human-Nature relationship as I-Thou. Buber himself talks of relating to Nature as I-Thou when he says, “but it can also happen, if will and grace are joined, that as I contemplate the tree I am drawn into a relation, and the tree ceases to be an It” (quoted in Swanson, 2008). This new consciousness is manifesting as a global ecospirituality and arises as a response to three deep realisations about humanity’s relationship with Nature. Berry (2000) calls such realisations ‘moments of grace’, profound moments which have the potential to change radically the course of the future: 

As we enter the 21st century, we are experiencing a moment of grace. Such moments are privileged moments. The great transformations of the universe occur at such times. The future is defined in some enduring pattern of its functioning. There are cosmological and historical moments of grace as well as religious moments of grace (p.1).

The first moment of grace emerges across four centuries of cosmological science, which has opened up a deep and profound understanding of the origin and evolution of the universe and humanity’s place within it. From the mechanistic Newtonian view of the universe as a collection of objects merely following the dictates of the laws of classical physics, the 20th and 21st century sciences of quantum physics, cosmology, systems theory, chaos and complexity have changed the way in which the organisational principles of the universe are understood. This new view of the universe is one of an evolving, dynamic, ever-changing dance of destruction and creation, a cosmogenesis. This understanding is radically reshaping the human-Nature relationship towards an ecological worldview which sees humans as an intimate part of Nature, part of the narrative of cosmogenesis. As Tucker (2002) puts it, we are “not only part of humankind but of Earthkind; we are not simply human beings but universe beings” (p. 1). Humanity is literally stardust, the child of the stars. No longer cold and mechanistic, this understanding of the universe is one of participation, of relationship, of adaptability and interconnectedness, where there is no such thing as an impartial or disinterested observer.  

Recast this way, the universe becomes, as Berry (1999) so beautifully describes, a communion of subjects (that is, I-Thou) rather than a collection of objects (I-It). This recasting is critical to reframe a new cosmology of humanity’s place in creation and its future. For Berry, “the future can exist only when we understand the universe as composed of subjects to be communed with, not as objects to be exploited” (p.x-xi). Human consciousness is a manifestation of the very consciousness of the universe, and with this knowledge, humanity stands in awe and wonder at its magnificence; human consciousness is the universe reflecting on itself.  Orr (2008) concurs, believing that deep happiness lies in the understanding that life without wonder is not worth living, and in giving thanks for the wonder that is life, humans can restore harmony and balance in their lives. 

The second moment of grace comes through the relational sciences of ecology, systems theory and neuroscience, which teach that human health, well-being and very survival as a species are intimately entwined with the health, well-being and survival of Earth’s dynamic ecosystems. Humanity’s material evolutionary history and biological being mean that Homo sapiens is an integral part of the web of life, the same material as the plants, the other animals, Earth, the universe itself (Capra, 1996; 2005). 

The third moment, perhaps of crisis as well as grace, is the recognition of humanity’s increasingly destructive and potentially all-life threatening impact on the very ecosystems on which it so profoundly depends and forms an intimate part. Earth is indisputably in the midst of a global ecological crisis as the human species radically alters the conditions of Earth’s great ecosystems, unravelling the web of life itself and presiding over the sixth great extinction of life (Glikson, 2008; McDonagh, 2004). 

These moments of grace situate the human deep within the magnificent story of a numinous, participatory and interrelated universe. The consciousness of the human is the consciousness of the universe reflecting on itself. Told this way, humanity is profoundly at home in the universe. Seeing it not from outside as a disinterested observer, but as an imitate part of its evolution, this new cosmology teaches that the universe story is humanity’s story, and the universe and especially Earth, are our primary teachers.

The moments of grace firmly situate the human within Nature, and hence, as ecopsychologists Roszak, Gomes and Kanner (1995) contend, an empathetic orientation towards Nature is something humans are born with, the ground for ecospirituality. This orientation explains why Nature is a common trigger for peak, inspirational insight experiences, and for many, a powerful part of childhood.  The healing power of the more -than-human is well known, such as the role of gardens and animals in speeding recovery rates in hospital. Berry (1996) puts it thus:

We have an absolute need of the natural world for activation of our inner world … For it is from the stars, the planets and the moon in the heavens as well as from the flowers and birds and forests and woodland creatures of Earth that some of the more profound inner experiences take place in children.

If re-imagined through the epic story of the universe, ecospirituality is available to all, accessible to and able to be interpreted through all faith traditions as well as those professing no faith. Indeed this is what arch-atheist Richard Dawkins meant by his term ‘the God of Einstein’. Einstein said: “I don’t try to imagine a personal God; it suffices to stand in awe at the structure of the world, insofar as it allows our inadequate senses to appreciate it” (Dawkins, 2006, p.9). 


Ecological recovery within the religious traditions
As noted above, the very philosophical underpinnings of the Abrahamic religions have, intentionally or not, provided the basis for a dominator relationship with Nature. But as the ecological crisis moves from the margins to the centre in global thinking, the world’s major religions are renewing, recovering and reframing teachings that relate to nature. Tucker (2002) suggests that religions are beginning to enter their ‘ecological phase’, transforming themselves to take account of the dire global ecological situation. Such moves might be an admission that for some, they have been asleep at the wheel, and that they had only belatedly recognised the urgency of the situation. For others it might be an affirmation of other deeper strands of thinking that have been neglected, misinterpreted or marginalised.   Scripture, writings, laws and rules pertaining to stewardship of the natural world may be found in all major religions. For example, in the Catholic tradition, the writings of both the late Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI heralded a profound change in the way humans relate to Earth. John Paul 11 (2001) passionately articulated the need to encourage and support  the  developing ‘ecological conversion’, a re-awakening of an appreciation of planet Earth as the gift of God, humanity’s home and bountiful provider of all its needs:

We must therefore encourage and support the ‘ecological conversion’ which in recent decades has made humanity more sensitive to the catastrophe to which it has been heading. Man is no longer the Creator's 'steward', but an autonomous despot, who is finally beginning to understand that he must stop at the edge of the abyss 

In his January 2007 message for the celebration of the World Day of Peace, Pope Benedict XVI clearly recognised the interdependence of human well-being and the well-being of Nature, and that this recognition forms the ground for a multifaceted ecology of peace:

Alongside the ecology of nature, there exists what can be called a “human” ecology, which in turn demands a “social” ecology. All this means that humanity, if it truly desires peace, must be increasingly conscious of the links between natural ecology, or respect for nature, and human ecology. Experience shows that disregard for the environment always harms human coexistence, and vice versa. It becomes more and more evident that there is an inseparable link between peace with creation and peace among men. (italics in original)

Multifaith and interfaith developments
Recent very promising developments are the multifaith and interfaith dialogues, networks and resources that frame the ecological crisis as an existential and moral issue, and seek common or complementary responses. For example, the Harvard conferences ‘Religions of the World and Ecology’ promote interfaith dialogue to support the creation of a sustainable future. The Forum on Religion and Ecology provides a rich resource for religious educators to explore and examine texts and traditions from the world’s faiths with specific reference to their positions on ecology to develop their own perspectives on ecospirituality (see Tucker and Grim, 1997-2004). In 2008 a major conference titled “Renewing Hope: Pathways of Religious Environmentalism,” was held at Yale University. The conference recognised increasing awareness of climate change and the need to address environmental challenges from within the religious traditions, and scholars, theologians and other religious leaders had the opportunity to examine their traditions’ environmental ethics and practice. The Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture (previously Ecotheology) is a leading forum for studies of the relationship between religion and ecology. It explores the relationships between human beings, their diverse religions, and the earth’s ecology to explore what constitutes ethically appropriate relationships between Homo sapiens and Nature. The document ‘Common Belief: Australia’s Faith Communities on Climate Change’ (2006), commissioned by the Climate Institute, provides a useful overview of the major faiths’ common beliefs and interpretations of human-nature relationships and responses to climate change. 

Common Belief is a publication of the multifaith network Australian Religious Response to Climate Change’ (ARRCC) which is committed to taking the action on this most critical issue.  The network includes members from the Aboriginal, Anglican, Baha’i, Baptist, Buddhist, Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Hindu, Jewish, Islamic, Lutheran, Sikh and Uniting Church traditions. ARRCC believes that: 

In the face of ecological damage and social injustices, we affirm our love for this planet and its inhabitants and our deep reverence for life. We seek transformation of a world tottering on the brink of disaster, equipping each other to be the change we wish to see. 

Another such network is the Faith and Ecology Network (FEN), formed in 2003. FEN recognises that Earth is humanity’s common home, and that Earth is part of the faith story of all religious traditions.  FEN was formed for the purposes of “promoting and developing people’s ability to wonder at the earth's complexities and their will to care about it; highlighting connections between ecology and religion as a contribution to the environmental movement, and building cooperation on environmental matters between spiritual groups and individuals. Part of FEN’s 2008 statement asserts that,

As people of faith, we do not simply despair about the state of the Earth. We commit ourselves to work for justice, especially for those living in poverty. We commit ourselves as individuals and institutions to work towards a sustainable ecological footprint. We encourage others to do the same. We do this with hope and determination to make a positive impact on our common future.


Reconnecting: education for the ecozoic era
Given the critical global situation, it might be imagined that education would have a general orientation to the transformation of global society towards a hopeful and sustainable future. But as a product of modernism, education also serves the dominant consumer society,  and that very few schools managed to operate within a sustainability paradigm is not surprising given the dominant modernist dualist epistemology and contested purposes of education that schools still reflect (Sterling, 2001). As a result, students paradoxically experience a profound, but largely unconscious, dissonance between what they hear about environmental destruction and their lived experience of education. Exhortations to reduce consumption adopt a sustainable lifestyle and care for ‘God’s Creation’ sit in uneasy contradiction with messages to perform well in order to be able to participate in the global consumer market. A youth culture that glorifies a dispirited, ephemeral popular culture wired world of materialism, fashion and celebrity means it is a brave young person that recognises and challenges the value of this world. 

Orr (1999) cogently puts it thus:

The Western education system, which has replaced indigenous forms of education through out the world, prepares students almost exclusively for an urban existence and dependence on fossil fuels and global trade. Children are taught from an early age how best to compete with each other rather than how best to work towards and live in a sustainable society (p. 166).

However for the concerned educator, there are a number of important steps that can be taken towards developing an ecospiritual dimension. Berry’s (1999) moments of grace provide a powerful framework for ecological perspectives from the religious traditions and the broader dimensions of environmental education to come together to develop a meaningful ecospirituality for children, whatever their faith background. Including the principles of environmental education are crucial as they provide for direct, full and positive Nature experiences. Knowledge that the Bible, Qur’an or Torah call believers to be custodians of creation cannot be fully realised without the experiential dimension, especially during childhood.  Sobel (1999) notes a number of cross-cultural studies that indicate that positive experiences in Nature during childhood represent the single most important factor in developing a personal concern for Nature. Chawla (1988) found that most environmentalists attributed their adult commitment to a combination of many hours spent outdoors in Nature in childhood or adolescence, and to an adult who taught respect for Nature.  Smith (2000) found that 85% of adult participants in a Permaculture Design Certificate course related childhood experiences of working with or being exposed to Nature as important influences in their desire to learn permaculture. 

It is not yet clear that early experiences of Nature are a necessary pre-requisite to developing an ecospiritual consciousness, or if its development will be stunted if such experiences are absent. Also, it may be that some people are more sensitive and empathetic to Nature than others. Gardner (1999) has posited Naturalistic Intelligence as the 8th of his Multiple Intelligences, suggesting that while it is a foundational intelligence for all, it may be more accessible to some. In Smith’s (2000) study, some participants reported that a sibling, presumably raised under similar conditions, had no interest in Nature, and they themselves had felt the ‘odd one out’ in their family.  However the indications are that there is an important relationship between early experience in Nature and the development of an ecospiritual consciousness which, if not established early, may be less likely to be renewed in adulthood. 

But without positive experiences in Nature, children may instead run the risk of developing negative attitudes.  Sobel (1999) coined the term ‘ecophobia’ to denote feelings of aversion, disgust and fear that many, including children, may have towards Nature. Wilson (1994) found that children more often reported expressions of fear, dislike and violence than of appreciation, caring and enjoyment. Children reported that wild flowers were viewed as dangerous because they attract bees which might sting. Some children even expressed violence towards Nature, indicating that they would harm or kill creatures such as butterflies and baby birds if they were close to them. My own experience of working with 10-12 year old children in a school gardening program attests to this. Children routinely expressed disgust at earthworms, slugs, ‘dirt’ and compost and a fear of flying insects and spiders, which they invariably wanted to kill. These attitudes may stem from a lack of positive experiences in Nature, particularly if adults around them express similar attitudes.  
The situation is not helped when children are bombarded with inappropriate negative and frightening images of dysfunctional I-It human relationships with Nature. Sobel (1999) expresses deep concern about the negative impact of this depressing knowledge, where the weight of the world's environmental problems are laid on the shoulders of primary school children. It is not surprising that many young people describe the future in dystopian terms.  As Sobel puts it: 

Teachers are descending on second and third graders to teach them about the rainforests … They learn that between the end of morning recess and the beginning of lunch, more than 10,000 acres of rainforest will be cut down, making way for fast food “hamburgerable” cattle … Children are disconnected from the world outside their doors and connected with endangered animals and ecosystems around the globe through electronic media.

A key question for religious educators then, is: ‘how can positive relationships with Nature become part of a spiritual education so that young people see themselves as an intimate part of the web of life, and as stewards and custodians of creation?’ In other words, how might an ecospiritual education be developed? 


Framing an ecospiritual education within religious education
The holy grail of ecospirituality education would undoubtedly be that schools would seek to recast themselves as what Sterling (2001) calls a ‘Sustainable School’. Here, an ecological consciousness provides the foundation for the orientation of the whole school operation, from guiding principles and policy to curriculum, pedagogy and operations within an ecospiritual framework, within n which ever religious tradition the schools is based upon. 

London (2005) has proposed a framework for developing curriculum programs for strengthening students’ connections to Nature within the framework of God’s Creation, based within an understanding of the development of the child-Nature relationship. The framework draws on exploring, developing and understanding the reciprocal relationship between giving and receiving by focusing on two key aspects: (1) how Nature nourishes humans, and (2) how humans can become steadfast friends of Nature. These echo the words of Pope John Paul II when he asserts that:

Not only has God given the earth to man, who must use it with respect for the original good purpose for which it was given to him, but man too is God's gift to man. He must therefore respect the natural and moral structure with which he has been endowed. Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus)

London identifies three eras of development. The first, from birth to around six years, is where the child needs to be able to explore the immediate natural world. Most young children are fascinated by rather than fearful of Nature and find in it small but exquisite moments of grace, enchantment, wonder and awe. The role of the parent and the educator is to provide a rich natural environment to enable this intense, intimate exploration to take place. The adult is able to enter into and model a positive, passionate, loving relationship with Nature as the manifestation of God’s Creation to enable the development of the custodian relationship, while being aware of and avoiding ecophobia. Berry reminds us that:

A child awakens to the universe: the mind of a child to a world of wonder, the imagination of a child to a world of beauty, the emotions of a child to a world of intimacy. It takes a universe to make a child, to educate a child; it takes a universe to fulfil a child. Sometimes you see children in an open field—they're cooped up so much they get a chance and they just run. Where to? They run to the horizon.  You have to go chase after them to keep them from running into the river or somewhere. So the universe calls us forth into ourselves. That's the attraction. The universe is the greater self of every being in the universe (quoted in Reason, 2001).

The second era, from six to 11-12 years, is a time where the child learns though joyful positive hands-on pursuits. Abstract theories and environmental guilt have little place here. Instead, concrete connections with the deeper cycles of Nature can be made through observing the seasons, the changing shadows throughout the day, the great cycles of death and rebirth of plants, insects and other animals. It is a time for wonder and nurturing, for animal care and the joy of gardening, so that the special intimate bond between children and Nature can grow and be fostered and deepened. 

At this stage, young people benefit from taking part in local community environmental action where they begin to develop a sense of place and of themselves as intimately within that place, building knowledge of their local environment (Gruenewald, 2003). Active involvement is empowering, providing a sense of being able to make a positive contribution to the future. The adult’s role at this stage is again critical, in sharing an ecospiritual consciousness through the conscious modelling of a responsible, loving stewardship towards the environment. The role of the school is critical too. A school that professes to be concerned about God’s Creation but that does not behave as such does not go unnoticed by children in this era. Lights left on, dripping taps and lack of waste recycling sit uneasily with messages to be good custodians of the planet. 

As young people mature through the ages of 12-18, a more abstract, conscious and philosophical relationship with Nature is able to emerge. Scientific concepts of energy flows, material cycles, food webs and ecosystem functioning are able to be understood. Key ecological teachings from the different faiths noted above, can be explored and compared, as well as considering newer interpretations of ecospirituality. Organisations such as ARRCC, FEN, Catholic Earthcare and EarthSong amongst many, provide rich resources for religious educators to develop curriculum that nurtures ecospirituality.  In the US, the organisation Religious Studies in Secondary Schools has formed a partnership with the Forum on Religion and Ecology to develop religious education resources for further study “in the common ground shared by World Religions, Ecology, and Ethics”. Catholic Earthcare’s document ‘On Holy Ground’ (2006) provides an explicit ecological vision for schools. It opens with the statement from Exodus “remove the sandals from your feet, you are standing on Holy ground” (3.5), alluding to the sacredness of Earth.  

At this time, many adolescents benefit from being in remote, wild places where they may experience a deep and profound joy in connecting with Nature in contemplation of the I-Thou relationship, and become deeply aware of the interconnection of all life. The Catholic Education Commission of Western Australia names as one of the five key aims of Catholic schools, “capturing the joy and mystery in the created Universe” (Catholic Education Circular, 2007/2008, p.3). 

But this era also coincides with a growing awareness of the paradoxes and dissonances between care for creation and the consumer society. It may become a time of rejection of stewardship values as peer pressure and popular culture messages to consume clash with messages to conserve. Young people interested in the environment may be labelled as ‘not cool’ or feel the need to hide their true feelings. Again it is critical that knowledgeable, sensitive adult role models are available who are respected by the young person and are able help sort through the confusion and complexity of emergence into adulthood. 


Conclusion
At the end of the Cenozoic period humanity finds itself at a turning point in history. The future of creation for the first time depends upon humans making wise, life giving decisions that recognise the integrity of creation. Through Berry’s moments of grace a new ecospirituality emerges, a move to an I-Thou relationship with Nature. Religious educators in partnership with environmental educators, have the awesome task of understanding the situation we are in, and developing meaningful curriculum based on the particularities of their own faith traditions as they move to express an ecological awareness.  Situating these perspectives in the magnificent story of the universe as God’s Creation provides the ground for the development of an ecospiritual consciousness and deep identity as a universe being to prepare the way for a sustainable future. There is much work to be done.
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